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Each author’s writing style, we would point out, captures what is generally
normative for the profession represented by the author, which is not to say that all
representatives of that profession write in exactly the same way. (p. 237)
I am afraid that I cannot agree with this statement as I found several contributions,
notably D’Cruz (social work), Greenberg (medicine), and Norton (psychology) to be
remarkably unlike much of the published research or scholarly writing about practice.
For example, D’Cruz writes a complex deconstruction of a very small piece of
qualitative data. I found this very difficult to engage with, even as a fellow social work
researcher of a qualitative persuasion. Norton’s detailed, highly personal and
introspective case study is a departure from the usual positivist style of writing
favoured and indeed prescribed by psychology. As a keen proponent of eclectic
reading across professions and disciplines, I have no problem with these unique
contributions, but the authors suggest that these are both representative and yet not.
Without a coherent, unifying schema the contributors have reflected individual
concerns and thoughtful engagement with professional practice. While interesting,
the lack of coherence renders any flow of ideas unattainable. Thus the text is both rich
in material but flawed as a whole.
Regrettably, I don’t feel that the editors’ risky strategy of eschewing structure has
worked. I am left wondering what the contributors’ brief was? Who did they think
was the audience for the book? However, I will use several chapters as readings in
courses I teach in social work in health contexts.
LIZ BEDDOE
University of Auckland
#2012, Liz Beddoe
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0312407X.2012.706525
Understanding Human Development: A Multi-dimensional Approach (2nd Ed.)
LOUISE HARMS
South Melbourne, Victoria, Oxford University Press, 2010
xiv466pp., ISBN 9780195551556, A$85.00 (paperback)
This book has much to offer social work and human services students. It covers many
key theories, ideas, and debates relevant to a wide range of practice fields in a
comprehensive, clearly organised, and engaging fashion. The author proposes, as on
overarching premise, a ‘‘multidimensional’’ approach to understanding lifespan
development and experiences of trauma, stress, and grief, as well as responses of
adaptation and resilience across the life course. Consistent with social work values,
the multidimensional approach ‘‘places an emphasis on the constant interaction of
the biological, psychological, and spiritual dimensions of our inner worlds with the
relational, social, structural, and cultural dimensions of our outer worlds’’ (p. 394).
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The main body of the book is divided into three sections: inner world and outer
world contexts of human development; adaptation to stress, trauma, and loss; and
development and adaptation across the life stages of infancy through to late
adulthood. Each chapter benefits from a thoughtful chapter summary, a case study to
which the multidimensional approach is applied, a list of key terms covered in the
chapter, a set of questions and discussion points, as well as suggestions for further
reading and websites of interest.
It is laudable that this book pays attention to both the ‘‘inner world’’ and ‘‘outer
world’’ dimensions of an individual’s life: such a multilayered focus has often been
lacking in more purely psychological accounts of human development. For example,
the book acknowledges the controversial nature of universalised developmental
milestones, the impact of structural factors such as poverty, gender, and race on
individual wellbeing, the impact of social policy on resource distribution and
inequality, and the importance of critical reflection to uncover practitioner
assumptions. Further, concepts such as risk assessment and notions of ‘‘the family’’
are thoughtfully critically analysed.
While a multidimensional approach ‘‘encourages us to step out of our own
comfort zones to think about problems in different ways’’ (p. 29) there were times
when perhaps this critical engagement and interrogation could have gone further. For
example, there could perhaps have been greater recognition of the power of dominant
discourses to shape individual experience (e.g., in relation to adolescent self identity
and, later in life, dominant cultural and social discourses around parenting). The
concepts of adaptation and resilience themselves might have been subjected to more
extensive critical interrogation, perhaps making use of a postmodern lens to question,
for example, how protective factors such as education and friendship networks may
be harmful or disenabling in some contexts, or whether adaptation is always
preferable to challenge or resistance.
In today’s neoliberal environment where the focus is skewed towards an
individualised, pathologising understanding of problems and difficulties, greater
emphasis on the ‘‘outer world’’ may be useful to the development of critical practice
across the lifespan, and to engage critically with experiences of grief and loss,
resilience, and adaptation. As the author says in one of the concluding chapters, ‘‘One
of the challenges for understanding individual development . . . relates to the need for
an awareness and conceptualisation of so many distinctive dimensions of experience.
We have to be critically aware of which dimensions we attend to within research and
practice agendas’’ (p. 395). Perhaps in the third edition of the book the outer world
dimensions can be given even greater emphasis!
SELMA MACFARLANE
Deakin University
# 2012, Selma Macfarlane
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0312407X.2012.706526
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